A Loow Fae The Toow

By Johw Awderyow

Most of us have treasured memories of our childhood, but few of us get round to
capturing them in writing. The wonderful reminiscences below will strike many a chord
with our readers, and will no doubt bring back many personal memories of past
adventures - and misadventures. And, most encouragingly, John ends with what looks

like the promise of a sequel!

One of my earliest memories was, at the age of five, having to make an unexpected visit to my
grandparents Willie and Agnes Ferries, who lived at Marchnear, Loch-head, Dinnet. This was
in the summer of 1950 and | was accompanied by my mother, Bella Anderson, and not long
born baby brother Gordon. What was different and exciting was the fact that we travelled out
from Aberdeen to Dinnet, not by the usual Alexander’s Blue Bird bus but on the new fangled
diesel train. The reason for this more expensive but faster means of transport was that my
grandmother, Auld Agnes, was seriously ill and not expected to survive. But survive she did,
thus ensuring that for the next ten years, my brother and | would spend all our school holidays
in this idyllic part of Aberdeenshire.

My parents had moved to Aberdeen from Douneside
near Tarland in 1946 when my father had inherited a
house from his aunt. He had farmed at Strathweltie
where his father was the tenant farmer, and
whenever my father was back in Tarland, he was
always referred to as Strathie. To my great pride, |
was introduced to strangers as Young Strathie,
rather than as a toonser, thus carrying on the
tradition as being named after your farm.

After my grandmother’s recovery, and as soon as the
school holidays started, | was sent out from
Aberdeen on an Alexander's bus, an adventure in
itself. It was important to be sitting on the right-hand
side of the bus going through Peterculter to afford
the best view of Rob Roy’s statue as the bus passed
over the Culter Burn. As the bus service also
included parcel delivery, there seemed to be a great
number of unscheduled stops to drop off parcels etc.
For a wee boy impatient to get out to the

- / countryside, this seemed to make the journey take
Auld Agnes Ferries all day!

LR

Marchnear Cottage at the Loch-heads is on the junction of the B9119 and the road to Raebush.
It consisted of two rooms downstairs with a small kitchen, and two rooms and a tiny box room
upstairs. The toilet was outside and my abiding memory of that wee room was the smell of
creosoted wood and Jeyes fluid disinfectant. There was
no gas or electricity in the house, lighting was by a couple
of large paraffin lamps, and most of the cooking and
baking was done on the open range in the living room. A
small paraffin stove in the kitchen was used for the
summer when the main fire was not lit. There were two
outbuildings, one of which was the henhouse, home to a
couple of dozen hens. The other was where the
cornkists were kept, full of the hens’ food, tools, grandpa'’s
bike, fishing rods and other bits and pieces. These 7 —_
sheds had very distinctive and memorable smells, and Marchnear Cottage today
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were fascinating places for a small boy. | believe that the cottage, whose oqtside appearance
remains unchanged, has been modernised internally and is now currently being used as a

holiday home.

There was a weekly routine for each day of the we_ek, wi@h Monday being the washing day.

The great big black kettle would be boiled along with various o'gher pots on the open fire for a
constant supply of hot water. The clothes were washed in a big tub, or in the sink, and run
through the mangle, this being grandpa’s job. They were then hupg outside on the fence to _
dry. Tuesday was ironing day. Several irons were used, each with stones that were heated in
the fire until red hot and then inserted into the iron. This was hot work and no place for a small
boy! Friday was baking day. Pancakes, oatcakes and scones would all be baked on the open
fire on a large girdle hanging from the arm that swung backward§ aqd forwards over.the ﬁ_re. I
can only admire the skills of women like my grandmother produc;mg immaculate baking WIFhout
the help of thermostat fan ovens, timers, food mixers etc. but using only the open fire, basic
equipment, experience and instinct.

My grandparents had four children. They
were Bella, my mother; Bill, who worked at
Cairnbethie Farm, Lumphanan; Ann, a ward
sister at Woodend Hospital; and Peggy, also
atrained nurse. In 1950, Peggy was still
living with her parents at Marchnear.
However, within a couple of years she had
become Peggy McCombie, after marrying
her husband John and moving a couple of
miles up the road to the Davan Farm as a
farmer's wife. After a few years, | would be
spending every minute of my holidays at the
Davan, but that is another story.

The whole countryside at my grandparents
was a perfect playground for a young boy
fae the toon, and | was fortunate to have a
good friend nearby to share it. About two
hundred yards along the road was Loch-
head cottage, famed for the Water Clock. It
had been dismantled a few years earlier, but
still attracted lots of enquiries from passing
visitors. Lizzie Coutts and her brother Auld
George lived there. Their nephew, Young
George, lived in the wee house attached
with his wife and two children, Wee George
and his younger sister Irene. Wee George

o : -, g was a couple of months younger than me, a
Peggqy Ferries (later Peggy McCombie) fact that was to be to my disadvantage a few
at Marchnear circa 1950 years later!

George and | raked around the countryside together. We knew every climbing tree between
the Loch-heads and the Davan. We played for hours in the nearby burn. We dammed it up to
make a ‘swimming pool’, and spent long hot summer days guddling tiddlers - and throwing

them back for our next day’s entertainment! We found frogs, toads and the occasional grass
snake. We spent hours searching for elusive red squirrels and trying, unsuccessfully, to catch
baby rabbits for pets! We fished for pike, illegally, in Loch Davan, just below Glendavan
House. On really hot days we swam at the far end of the same loch where there was g small
beach. We played hide and seek along with my brother Gordon, George’s sister Irene, another
girl who lived up the back of Loch-heads (whqse name | cannot recall), and Michael Porter,
whose family lived along the wee road opposite Marchnear. Another participant in our wide
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games was Willie Gillanders, who lived further up the road past the Loch-heads, and whose
father was a cousin of my father, | believe.

The most important possession that George and | had were our bicycles. As | was not allowed
to use my grandpa’s bike (too big and too good), | had to make do with my mother’s old bicycle,
a 1930s model with high handlebars, no gears and a basket on the front. Unlike today’s
youngsters however, style did not matter to me and this bike represented even greater
freedom. Eventually, | was able to use my own bicycle which was sent out on the first day of
the holidays from Aberdeen with Jimmy Lovie, the carrier from Tarland.

On our bikes our playground was extended. Apart from the occasional trip to the Ordie shop to
get some messages, our time was our own. We often cycled to the Burn o’ Vat, which in those
days was not the developed tourist centre it is now. Depending on the time of year and
whether the burn was high or low, the trip from where we left our bikes to Rob Roy’s cave was
either a challenging obstacle course or a pleasant stroll. Of course when we got to the cave,
the strength of the waterfall determined if we cycled home a wee bit damp or soaking wet! All
in all, it was always a few hours of adventure.

On other days we would sometimes cycle to the Cambus o’ May, where, on hot weekends, lots
of youths could be seen jumping off the bridge into the pools below. Sometimes we would hide
our bikes at the back of the AA telephone box and take the bus up to Ballater for a treat. \When
we were a bit older, we would go to the cinema in the village hall at Aboyne on a Wednesday
night. We would cycle to Dinnet, leave our bikes at the back of the general store (now an
antique shop), and take the bus to Aboyne. After the pictures, we just had time to buy a thru’
penny bag of chips between us from the chipper before catching the bus back to Dinnet and
then cycling home. On one occasion, we actually cycled all the way to Aboyne and back so we
could have a bag of chips each! Thank goodness for the long light nights.

Another cycle run adventure was to

Tarland and back. On the way, we ~

would pass Upper Ruthven where my

Forbes ancestors came from, and

Strathweltie Farm where my grandpa - , \4
Anderson and my father farmed. — e L e vt

Opposite Strathweltie was Cotmore
where my great grandmother Isabella
Hunter Ferries lived. She died in
1955 aged ninety-four. | can
remember her telling me tales that her
grandmother had told her, of TN T
government troops searching for ‘ e
highlanders up on the hills. True or Isabella Hunter Ferries at Cotmore circa 1951
not, this stirred my imagination. So

much so that whenever | looked over Culblean or Morven, | could see kilted highlanders hiding
in the heather! At Tarland we would go to Dolly Wright's sweetie shop, were we would spend
whatever pennies we had managed to scrape together between us to sustain us on the road

back.

In the late summer we would go berry picking. Everyone was involved. My mother, granny,
aunts Ann and Peggy, and all of us children would set off on our bikes or on foot, carrying
baskets and enamel pails, to the old derelict houses around Loch Kinord. The gardens of
these houses, although a bit overgrown, still had all the fruit bushes of red and blackcurrants,
raspberries and gooseberries. Once the baskets, pails and children were full of berries, off we
would go home and for the next week or so the house had this wonderful smell of jam making.

As well as the Coutts family over at the Loch-heads, there also lived in the bothy an old chap
called Charlie Duncan. Charlie came from Aberdeen, but stayed most of the year at the Loch-
heads where he spent his time catching rabbits, hares and quite a few pheasants. In fact he
was a poacher. Every morning the shed was full of rabbits, hanging from the ceiling, which
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was fascinating for us children. Often Charlie would give me a couple of rabbits to take back to
‘Auld Agnes’ for the pot. My granny would sit on the bench outside the house and | would
watch, amazed, as she would expertly skin and clean the rabbits, just like peeling off an
overcoat. This probably first stimulated my interest in science! On the rare occasion we had a
chicken (a chicken was definitely just for Christmas in those days), usually a hen that was too
old to lay, | would watch her sit outside and pluck the bird. The feathers were kept to stuff
pillows or quilts, and those from the wings to make feather dusters.

Although we spent most of our time outside, weather permitting, my brother and | always tried to
be around when the delivery vans were due at granny’s. Our favourite was Auld Mac, from
Macdonald’s shop at Migvie | believe. His van was a large walk-in grocery and general store
type, and had this wonderful evocative mixture of smells from tea to paraffin, polish to soap,
bread to cold meats, and much more. Our main interest, however, lay not with the aroma but
with lemonade. Granny always bought a couple of bottles of Hay's lemonade and our treat was
to choose our own flavours. These ranged from Iron Brew, Hay's Dazzle, Cherryade, Ginger
Ale, and the exotic American Ice Cream Soda which had to be drunk with a slice of Walls Ice
Cream! Other delivery vans included Dod Ewan’s bakery van from the Ordie, Sandy Forbes
the butcher from Tarland, and Sinclair the butcher from Aboyne. A fish van came once a week,
as did Gilbert's of Dinnet which sold haberdashery and was of little interest to my brother and
me. Not many wee boys are concerned with skeins of wool, reels of thread, buttons and
knicker elastic! The postman came on his bike and, as well as delivering and collecting the
post, he also delivered The Press & Journal. These vans not only supplied the essentials for
those living in the countryside but were also the purveyors of the local news - or gossip! And
often, depending on the time of day, the van drivers would also stop off for their fly.

In those days, family entertainment in the evenings was a very simple affair. 1 usually read
most of the many girls’ books that had belonged to my mother and aunts which | had found
stored in the box room. | also played draughts, cards or Chinese chequers with either my
brother or granny, whilst grandpa listened on the radio a couple of times a week to Jimmy
Shand or Irish music on Radio Luxemburg. Listening time was limited, as the radio was
powered by a series of wet batteries which had to be charged up at either Norman Watt's
garage or at Fred Thomson’s garage in Tarland. More often than not, we had folk that came
‘in aboot’ in the evenings for a news and their fly with my grandparents. Those | remember
were John Henderson, the local AA patroiman from Ballater who was also known as The Scout
arriving on his AA motorbike. John Cowe was another visitor who also turned up on his '
motorbike, and whose big leather gloves | wore all evening pretending to be Superman or
Batman! Henry Ingram from the Galton (where granny was born and grew up) was another
frequent visitor along with his father Jimmy. There were others as well, but | remember these
four especially as they always made a fuss of my brother and me.

Two memorable incidents involving wee George and me spring to mind. The first involved the
consequences of me showing offl | must have been about eight years old and we were playin

on the midden at the Loch-heads. We devised this game of doing standing jumps from the g g
midden, over the wet sump and through the byre door. Coming from the toon and having to ry
prove that this toonser was sharper and swaaker than ony country loon, | took the next jump fro

a good bit further back than George. Unfortunately | quickly realised my mistake as soon as | d?;
not quite make the safety of the byre door, but instead fell backward into the wet, and very

smelly, midden. What a sotter | was in. | was covered, up to my middle in sharn. Off | set back
to Marchnear bawlin ma heid aff, partly because of my damaged pride and Partly in anticipatio €=\cf
the reception | would get from my mother and granny. | certainly tested my granny’s washin no
facilities that day! For a long time | was regarded with some incredulity as ‘the loon fae the tg

fit jumped intae the midden!’ In this case pride definitely came before a fall. oon

The second involved, indirectly, the highlight of the summer, the Tarland Show. George and |
were about nine or ten years old and had cycled to Tarland for the show on the Saturda
afternoon. | had about half-a-crown (2/6d), burning a hole in my pocket, thanks no dou)tl)tt th
generosity of my parents, grandparents and aunts. After watching the parade of the beaSt° e
admiring the steam tractor, and cheering on the tug o’ war teams, George and | set about t:é
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serious business of spending our siller. There was the ‘roll the penny’ stall which never
seemed to produce a profit. Knocking cans off a wall resulted in me going home one year with
a goldfish! There was the usual air rifle shooting stall, where our lack of success was
explained by fact that the sights on the rifle must have been bent! Sweeties and an ice cream
were definitely on the ‘to buy’ list, but my favourite stall was the one selling second-hand
comics and books. By early evening, with money all spent, we cycled back to the Loch-heads.
Getting back about eight-o'clock, we decided to explore the foothills of Culblean, which, along
with higher Morven, dominated the local landscape. As the night was still light and we had lost
track of time, the bottom of the hill became half way up, then three quarters, until we decided
we might as well push on to the top. ~ Since this was the first time that either of us had climbed
Culblean, we were proud of our achievement and could not wait to tell everyone about our
adventure. Coming down we noticed that it was gradually getting gloomier, and as we got
nearer the bottom, we saw what appeared to be fairy lights in the now considerable dusk.
When we eventually arrived at the foot of the hill, the fairy lights turned out to be the torches of
the search party of parents and grandparents looking for the two lost loons. Instead of basking
in the glory of having climbed the hill, we were packed off to bed with a row ringing in our ears.
And to add insult to injury, as | was two months older than George, “I shood hiv kent better!”

| am eternally grateful that my grandparents lived in this delightful part of Aberdeenshire, and
that my brother and | were afforded the opportunity of spending part of our formative years
there. | definitely think that our experiences of the countryside have had a positive effect in the

shaping of our characters.

From the next year onwards, | spent all my holidays with my aunt and uncle at the Davan trying
to be a fairmer’s loon fae the toon, but that is for another story?.

A classic old photo of Tarland Square
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A delivery of coal arriving in Tarland some time between 1906 and 1910. This image from
our archives is one of many taken by Alexander Morren who had a shop to the east of the
Commercial Hotel. The image is on a glass plate which has unfortunately been damaged.

2 promised for Echoes 19.
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